Endurance by Williams, Mel
Endurance
Posted on Mon Nov 15 2004:
Mel Williams
ENDURANCE                                  Isaiah 12; 2 Thessalonians 3:6-13
-     a sermon by Mel Williams
-     Watts Street Baptist Church
-     14 November 2004
 
 
“Brothers and sisters, do not grow weary in doing what is right.”  (2 Thessalonians 3:13)
 
How do you keep on keeping on doing what is right when you face hardship and discouragement?  We’ve all heard the motto, “When the going gets tough, the tough get going.”  But there are times when the going gets tough, and the tough grow weary.  What happens when you don’t feel tough or when the “tough guy” in you slinks away, takes a vacation, or gets sick?  That reminds me of the old joke I heard many years ago.  The fierce lion rushed up to the monkey and said, “I’m the king of the jungle. Why aren’t you?”  And the monkey said, “’Cause I’ve been sick.”
 
Where do we find the energy to keep on going even when we’ve been sick, or when circumstances have dashed our hopes?
 
The Scripture today has prompted me to say a word about endurance.  If you’re looking for a job, deciding about a career, facing an illness, going through difficulties in a relationship, trudging through a stressful semester of studies, or discouraged over the recent election, how do you find the capacity and the resources to keep on keeping on doing what is right?  In the middle of obstacles, what helps us find endurance?
 
Sometimes we may look at our circumstances and say, “I can’t get through this—the illness, the agony, the death, the disappointment.  It’s beyond my physical and emotional strength.”  Then, in the middle of the agony, you are somehow given what you need to get through it. One wise 80 year old woman told me many years ago, “God gives you the strength you need at the time you need it.”  God gives us strength beyond our own strength and courage beyond our own courage.
 
For many years I have enjoyed running—not long distances, but running a mile or two or three.  Some years ago I decided to train for a half-marathon---13 miles.  When I was preparing to run this trek, I was talking with a British friend.  I told him that I was going out for a jog.  Being a rather sedentary individual, he said with exasperation, “You Americans!  Jogging is such savage entertainment!”  It may seem savage to you, I said, but I like to stay in shape as much as possible.  And running is one way I can do it.
 
But how do you prepare for a long-distance run, a half-marathon or a full marathon?   In my common sense way, I decided that I would approach the training with a plan.  I would gradually increase the distance that I would run.  My practice was to set a goal out in front of me, like make it to the next mailbox up the street.  Then I started running to the next street, and then to the next neighborhood and then 3 more miles, 4 more miles.  I kept extending my goal to 7, 8 and 10 miles.
 
In the process of running, as I built stamina, I made an amazing discovery.  As I was running, when I got to mile 6, 7 or 8, I began to develop a steady, calm breathing, and a comfortable rhythm of running.  It began to feel almost effortless.  It was as if I entered a zone of comfort that was almost like automatic running.  Some have referred to this phenomenon as “runners high.”  What I experienced I would not call euphoria.   But I’d say that the long journey had points in the process where running became almost a pleasant second nature.  It was like running on spirit energy.  
 
But there are times, maybe most of the time, when it doesn’t work that way. There are times when the journey is difficult, muscles are tense, and breathing is labored.   The question our text raises is this:  What do you do when you’re dog-tired and don’t feel you have any more energy to keep on keeping on---working, running, staying involved in the cause before you?  What happens when you don’t feel like running another mile—or even walking another mile?   
 
Over the years I’ve been with many of you as you spent long hours, days, and weeks waiting in the hospital with a loved one who was seriously ill.  You were “beyond tired,” as we say.  You slept only a few hours at night, yet you managed to show up and find enough energy to do the necessary deeds of love and care.
 
At a time when we feel depleted, we might say, “I’m out of gas, bone tired, nothing left.  I just don’t have the human resources to keep going.”  But at that point, have you noticed what can happen?  At mile 6, 7 or 8, have you noticed that you are given the strength you need at the time you need it?  Have you noticed that you have reserves of strength that you didn’t know were there?  Isaiah says, “With joy you will draw water from the wells of salvation.”  We draw on reserves of nurture from Spirit, Spirit springs, Spirit wells.
 
Many of you know that I’ve driven Volkswagen Beetles all my adult life.  Since I was 23 years old, I’ve driven only 3 cars---all VWs, a red one, a yellow one, and now a silver one.  For many years I drove a yellow VW that was the object of many jokes.  One person even called my called my car “resplendent tacky.”  I still haven’t forgiven him for casting “asparagus” (aspersions) on my beloved car.
 
But joke or not, that car lasted for 25 years!  I drove it 500,000 miles—with the help of three engine overhauls and lots of good care that my dad (God bless him) gave that car.  That yellow bug had endurance!   
 
But the first VW I owned was a red one!  This car had a lever down by the accelerator.  If you gave out of gas and the car started sputtering, you could flip that lever with your foot and open a reserve tank where you had one more gallon of gas.
 
When we think we’re “out of gas,” we may look and discover that God has given all of us a lever that taps into more energy than we knew we had.  Over and over I’ve seen people who’ve flipped that lever in their insides, in their faith, and they have found energy they did not know they had.
 
“With joy you will draw water from the wells of salvation,” Isaiah says.
 
We all have times of discouragement.  But if we’re awake and aware, we discover that God sends us what we need when we need it.  It may come in varied forms--- a word from a stranger. a poem or a verse of Scripture.  It may be a song, sung by a clear, inspiring voice like Jeanné Brown’s in today’s service.  
 
Whatever the difficulty, whatever the brambles you may be trudging through, look ahead for the clearing, the opening, the well where the supply of water keeps on coming.
 
At our Missions Committee meeting this past Tuesday, Stuart Wells had the opening prayer.  He began the prayer by saying, “God, we give you thanks for all your blessings.  With you there is always enough—enough love, enough guidance, enough understanding, enough resources.” 
 
God gives us what we need when we need it.  And God keeps on giving us enough.  We need to find the strength to listen, to hear, to respond, and to keep on doing what is right.  By God’s grace we find reserves of faith and courage for the next part of the journey.
 
“My brothers and sisters, do not grow weary in doing what is right.”  (2 Thessalonians 3:6-13)
 
“With joy you will draw water from the wells of salvation.”  (Isaiah 12:3)
 
So may it be.  Amen.
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